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FLAVOR OF 19TH CENTURY 
WESTERN AMERICA ON VIEW 
AT CLEVELAND ART MUSEUM 


Thirty-five paintings and fifty-one drawings by George Caleb Bingham (1811-1879) , 
pictorial chronicler of mid-19th century Western America, go on display January 24 in Gallery 
28 of the special exhibition area of The Cleveland Museum of Art. They will hang through 
March 10, An illustrated catalog accompanies the show. 

The exhibition was organized by the National Collection of Fine Arts, a part of 
The Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D. C., with the help of nearly thirty private 
and public lenders from California to New England. The show travels to only three cities 

in the U.S. Washington, D. C., Cleveland, then Los Angeles and it offers the first 

comprehensive, in-depth view, outside Missouri, of Bingham's work which has recently been 
gathering steadily wider recognition. 

Bingham was born on a Virginia plantation but soon moved to the edge of the American 

frontier Missouri. He seemingly possessed an inherent urge to be an artist. At twelve 

it is told, he copied engravings and at sixteen he was apprenticed to a cabinet-maker; at 
about seventeen an itinerant portrait painter captured his attention and thenceforth he strove 
to become a painter. He began his 45 -year career with portrait painting, then went to genre 
scenes and later included landscapes. An almost completely self-trained artist, he learned 

by the only means then open to hopeful American artists the careful observation and 

subsequent assimilation of "scrupulously selected", excellent works of art reproduced by 
engraving, or in the case of classical sculpture, by imported casts. Through these models 
the persevering Bingham was influenced by the complete spectrum of Western art. Bingham 


( continued) 


adapted composition, design and poses and closely followed the classical rules of painting to 
record Western America. The exhibition's works depicting flat-and woodboatmen, raftsmen, fur 
traders and politicians, its portrait of John Quincy Adams and the portrayal of "Daniel Boone 
Escorting a Band of Pioneers into the Western Country" disclose what interested the artist 
as subject matter. 

Bingham did not only paint, he was also involved in politics, variously painting 
campaign banners, running for Missouri state legislature and U. S. Congress, working on a 
committee for Federal relations and directing the Missouri state treasury. But closest to 
him was his painting and from an artistic viewpoint Bingham's work is important because it 
gives modern America perspective on its own culture and society, and it reveals an exceptional 
artist. As Professor E. Maurice Bloch states in the catalog: "The works of an artist like 
George Caleb Bingham are therefore all the more remarkable if only considered in terms of what 
could indeed take place on the American frontier." 
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